Abstract: This study explored a unique approach to motivating online students in an introductory IT course. The authors conducted and videotaped surprise interviews with former business graduates and offered the recorded interviews to online business students enrolled in an introductory IT course. The authors then compared the academic performances of the students who watched the surprise interviews and those who did not. The study employed a mixed research methodology and found that students who watched the surprise interviews achieved significantly better performance than students who did not in all aspects of learning outcome assessment.
Introduction
The learning process has been updated continuously, at least since the time of Socrates when the Socratic Method was popular (Kakabadse and Steane, 2010) . While learning theories such as the cognitive-constructivist paradigm emphasise iterative processes of structuring, refining, and restructuring of mental models as critical components of advanced learning methods (Yadin and Or-Bach, 2010) , research also shows that although students may obtain some superficial learning with almost any teaching method, a higher level of learning could be reached through the employment of motivation strategies (Graham and Weiner, 1996; Palmer, 2005) .
Proper motivation and sustained involvement are essential ingredients to measurable learning (Hansford and Wylie, 2002) . Effective motivation helps to stimulate students to become active participants of the learning process (Palmer, 2005) . Some research shows that students with high achievement goals will likely utilise adaptive study skills to maximise their learning , other research shows that by using various motivation strategies instructors can heavily influence learners to be more goal-directed and thereby optimise student learning (Sinatra and Pintrich, 2003) . Some researchers, upon exploring the internal theoretical construct of motivation, label motivation as an enabler for academic success .
In modern internet learning environment, learning processes often include the employment of online discussions and other applications of virtual-world technology, making today's classroom radically different from the traditional classroom of years past (Gulikers et al., 2005) . With the utilisation of Web 2.0, instant messaging, podcasts, Google Apps, and other like IT products, educators are now better assisted in helping students learn difficult concepts (Harris and Rea, 2009; Williams and Chinn, 2009 ). However, in the excitement of all the technological advances, the ingredient of motivating students sometimes becomes elusive in today's classroom, especially in IT classrooms.
The field of information technology is a field of frequent breakthroughs that generate sufficient challenges for IT instructors in just keeping themselves updated (Ruzic-Dimitrijevic and Dimitrijevic, 2010) . Therefore, although researchers have studied different teaching styles and methodology as applied to IT education, the emphasis is typically on instructor or curriculum development (Crawford, 2000; Cohen, 2002; Dadashzadeh et al., 2002; Luger, 2006; Wagner et al., 2008; Bunch, 2009; Abrahams and Singh, 2010; Newby and Nguyen, 2010; Olszak and Ziemba, 2010) . A few studies have explored motivation of IT students or impact of student attitudes on learning outcomes of IT students (Nilsen, 2007; Ballou and Huguenard, 2008; Shroff et al., 2008) or have experimented with designing an IT curricula for practical relevance (Surendra and Denton, 2009) ; however, no prior study seems to have explored the impact of interviews with former graduates upon online students learning in introductory IT courses.
As the business world continues to integrate information technology into its various sectors, it becomes increasingly important that today's business students are properly prepared with an adequate understanding of the fundamentals of information technology during their curricular studies. IST3110 was an introductory IT course offered online by the business college of Weber State University to all non-IT business majors within the college. In addition to providing students with a systematic understanding of the basic terms and concepts of the IT field, the course also targeted at generating awareness in students of the major IT advancements and developments as well as providing students hands-on experience with information technology tools useful for academic and professional activities.
As an exploratory investigation, researchers of this study tried out an approach that had not been previously explored by others: conducting and videotaping a series of surprise interviews with former business graduates and offering the interviews at the beginning of each semester to business students enroled in the above-mentioned online introductory IT course. The purpose of the study is to examine if there are differences in academic performances between students who watch those interviews and those who do not. The major research question for the study is therefore whether sharing school and work experiences of former graduates with students in an online introductory IT course would have a positive impact on students' academic performances in the course.
Research design and methodologies
To address the proposed research question, the study employed a mixed research methodology which included both a qualitative research method (interviews) and a quantitative research method (T-tests).
The preparation of the surprise interviews
During the summer of 2008, the researchers identified 10 former business graduates that were working in the locality of Weber State University and conducted a series of surprise interviews with them. The 10 interviewees included one top executive (CIO of a major company), one middle-level manager, two team leaders, a few senior employees, and a few junior employees. All interviewees had graduated with undergraduate business degrees in fields ranging from business administration, accounting, marketing, to management information systems. To capture the most authentic feelings of the interviewees, the researchers did not give the interviewees time to prepare in advance. Some of the interviewees did not even know that they would be interviewed and none of the interviewees knew what questions they would be asked beforehand.
The interview with the top executive focused on the following two questions:
• For non-IT-major employees, when they come to the company, do you or the company expect them to have any IT knowledge or skills; if yes, what specific knowledge or skills? To this question, the unrehearsed reply was: yes, the company typically expects them to possess a set of basic computer skills and analytical skills, but not in-depth technical skills. In expounding on analytical skills, the interviewee further clarified: similar to what programmers would need, the skills of taking a business process, breaking it into components, and building a solution or system around it.
• Given your employment experience, if you were a non-IT business major today, what would you pay attention to in an introductory IT course? To this question, the interviewee replied: a basic understanding of the development life cycle as well as high-level design skills, but not in-depth technical knowledge.
The interviews with non-IT business graduates focused on the following questions:
• As a non-IT business major, when you started college, did you expect to learn much IT in your program? When you joined your company, did you find yourself needing any IT skills? All of them reported that they did not expect to learn much IT in their curriculum, and one reported that even though his program offered two IT courses, he did not take the introductory course seriously. After joining the workforce, all of them found themselves lacking certain basic IT skills such as Excel and Report Writing. The interviewee who did not take the introductory IT course seriously reported having difficulty communicating with IT personnel within the company.
• Based on your experience, could you think of a contemporary professional job that might not require IT skills or knowledge? While none of them could think of such a job, they pointed out that in modern business world, employees heavily rely on information technology to gather and analyse business data, to make informed decisions, and to stay productive.
• What would you recommend for non-IT business students who are enrolled in an introductory IT course? The interviewees jointly recommended taking the introductory course seriously. They pointed out the importance of effective communication with IT employees within business organisations as well as a basic understanding of information technology, and they believed that an introductory IT course would provide the needed basic understanding of information systems and the information technology terminology needed in communicating with IT employees.
To help students understand the importance of information technology terminology, surprise interviews were also conducted with a few business school graduates whose major was management information systems. Each of them was generally asked to comment on their current job responsibilities. All but one voluntarily reported working with business users or other departments daily. The researchers used a personal digital camera to record the interviews. Following the interviews, the researchers transformed the Sony-formatted digital interviews into video streams that would be easily viewable online. None of the interviews was cut or edited. All interviews were presented in their original forms. Hyperlinks to these interviews were then established in the course content for the first week of the course.
The administration of the surprise interviews
The digital interviews were administered in four consecutive semesters to students of IST3110 at Weber State University during the academic years of : Autumn 2008 , Spring 2009 , Autumn 2009 , and Spring 2010 Constrained by the university policy of non-discrimination, the interviews were offered to all students enrolled. However, not all students would watch them. In the end, students were classified into two groups: those who watched the interviews and those who did not. Table 1 summarises the two groups for this study. 
The execution of study and collection of data
In each given semester, the same course content, same teaching methodologies, same instructions, same measurement instruments, and same grading procedures were administered to both groups of students. In each given semester, students were required to complete two 35-point comprehensive hands-on projects. In the first project, students were given a set of specifications and were asked to create an MS Access database following the specifications; they were also required to populate the database with provided data, design and execute queries of varying complexity levels to address provided inquiries, design a fairly complex professional report and a professional data entry form. In the second project, students were provided a set of MS Excel worksheets populated with industry data and were asked to perform various data analysis tasks including different levels of AutoFilter, Custom Filter, Conditional Formatting, and pivot-tables.
In addition, students were also required to take eight timed 10-point quizzes online. Each quiz focused on one particular chapter and consisted of custom-designed multiple-choice questions.
Each semester, students were also required to take three timed 100-point exams online. Each exam consisted of 40 multiple choice questions and covered four to five chapters of the course textbook.
Thus, the total maximum score each student could receive on the two project assignments, eight quizzes, and the three exams would be 450 (35 × 2 + 10 × 8 + 100 × 3). Each semester, identical assignments, quizzes, and exams were administered to both groups of students.
At the end of the semesters, average project scores (0-35), average quiz scores (0-10), average examination scores (0-100), and final total scores (0-450) in the two student groups were collected and tabulated respectively. Scores of students who watched the interviews and scores of students who did not were compared and analysed to assess any differences in student academic performance between the two groups. Table 2 summarises the assessment tools employed in the course and the maximum points allocated to each. 
Hypotheses
Because the performance of a student in the course is well reflected in project assignments, quizzes, examinations, and overall achievements, four individual hypotheses based on project assignments, quizzes, examinations, and overall achievements, respectively, are proposed as follow to answer the overarching research question in the study. The academic performance of a student was measured by his or her average project assignment score, average quiz score, average examination score, and final total score in the course. A T-test method was used for each of the hypotheses to test the proposed hypotheses. The significance level (p) or sig is 0.05 for all the tests in this study. In other words, if p or the sig is smaller than 0.05 in a test, the finding of the test is statistically significant and the corresponding null hypothesis is rejected; otherwise, the null hypothesis is accepted.
H1_1

Research limitation
Since IST3110 was a normal academic course at Weber State University, not a specially-designed research class, researchers of this study were subject to the constraints of the university policy of non-discrimination. Consequently, the interviews had to be offered to all students enrolled. Although in the end, nearly half students watched the interviews while the others did not, resulting in two comparable groups of study objects, the more ideal setting would be a specially-designed research class with two groups of students randomly drawn: one group is to watch the interviews and the other group is not.
Findings and analyses
Project assignments
Hypothesis H1_1: There is no significant difference in academic performance on project assignments between students who watched the surprise interviews and students who did not.
In Table 4 , the significance level (p) or sig is 0.000 which is smaller than 0.05. The proposed hypothesis is rejected. It indicates that there is a significant difference between the students who watched the surprise interviews and the students who did not in terms of academic performance on project assignments in the course. In Table 3 , the mean score (32.7500) of the group that watched the interviews is larger than the mean score (31.7341) of the group that did not watch the surprise interviews. It suggests that the students who watched the surprise interviews achieved better performance than the students who did not in terms of project assignment scores in the course. 
Quizzes
Hypothesis H1_2: There is no significant difference in academic performance on quizzes between students who watched the surprise interviews and students who did not.
In Table 6 , the significance level (p) or sig is 0.000 which is smaller than 0.05. The proposed hypothesis is rejected. It indicates that there is a significant difference between the students who watched the surprise interviews and the students who did not in terms of academic performance on quizzes in the course. In Table 5 , the mean score (7.6135) of the group that watched the interviews is larger than the mean score (6.4320) of the group that did not. It suggests that the students who watched the surprise interviews achieved better performance than the students who did not in terms of quiz scores in the course. 
Examinations
Hypothesis H1_3: There is no significant difference in academic performance on examinations between students who watched the surprise interviews and students who did not.
Overall total score
Hypothesis H1_4: There is no significant difference in overall academic performance between students who watched the surprise interviews and students who did not.
In Table 10 , the significance level (p) or sig is 0.000 which is smaller than 0.05. The proposed hypothesis is rejected. It indicates that there is a significant difference between the students who watched the surprise interviews and the students who did not in terms of overall academic performance in the course. In Table 9 , the mean score (413.7330) of the group that watched the interviews is larger than the mean score (366.6899) of the group that did not. It suggests that the students who watched the surprise interviews achieved better performance than the students who did not in terms of overall performance in the course. 
Conclusion
As Internet becomes increasingly important to society and individuals, effective online education becomes particularly critical for today's universities and business organisations alike. While previous research suggested the importance of properly motivating students to effective learning, no prior study was found that investigated the impact of interviews with former graduates on online students learning in introductory IT courses.
Through two school years and four consecutive semesters of exploratory investigation, utilising a mixed research methodology which included both a qualitative research method (interviews) and a quantitative research method (T-tests), this study discovered that watching interviews with former graduates about their college experience in their IT courses and later professional experience in various fields has a significant impact on online students learning in an introductory IT course. It was found that students who watched the interviews achieved significantly better performance than students who did not in all aspects of learning outcome assessment: project assignments, quizzes, examinations, and overall accomplishment.
With the findings of this study, IT professors teaching online IT courses could consider conducting similar interviews with former graduates of their own academic programs who are current business professionals and offering those interviews to their current students, thereby motivating the current students to a higher level of learning.
Future research projects may include, but are not limited to, a controlled study of the impact of interviews with former graduates on online students in non-IT courses, a controlled study of the impact of interviews with well-known IT professionals on current IT students, and a controlled study of gender differences in student responsiveness to motivational designs.
